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Ruthwell and Bewcastle Crosses 
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EAMONN 6 CARRAGAIN 

G erald Bonner and I are committed to write, for the forthcoming 
study of the R uth well and Bewcastle crosses, a joint chapter en­
titled "The Spirituality of the Crosses." The question which our 

chapter will try to answer is, "In what ways do the iconographic programs 
of these crosses provide evidence of the spiritual life of the communities 
which erected the crosses?" In the present paper, I shall discuss one of the 
problems which need to be faced in any attempt to approach this 
question. ' 

A chapter on "the spirituality of the crosses" must build upon iconographic 
and stylistic studies. For example, any lheories about the spirituality of the 
crosses must be very tentative indeed until Rosemary Cramp and Robert 
T . Farrell arrive al their conclusions about how the fragments of the Ruthwell 
Cross should be reconstructed, and about the artistic and historical rela­
tionships between the Ruthwell and Bewcastle crosses. On the Bewcastlc 
Cross, a panel apparently representing John the Baptist bearing the Agnus 
Dei occurs above a panel representing C hrist being adored by beasts. Be­
tween the two panels there is a runic inscription , "gessus kristtus,"2 which 
could refer to either panel or to both . On the Ruthwell Cross, as at present 
reconstructed, a similar p i\.nel, apparently representing John the Baptist 
bearing the Agnus Dei,' is likewise placed above a panel representing 
Christ being adored by beasts. Does the Bewcastle Cro:is, in which the 
"Agnus Dei" panel is clearly placed above that representing Christ over the 
beasts, provide us with valid confirmatory evidence that the present 
reconstruction of the Ruthwell Cross is the tnte one? It is not impossible 
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that the Ruthwell "Agnus Dei" panel, on a separate scone from the panel 
representing Christ adored by the beasts, should originally have been re­
versed. It may originally have stood above the panel (placed on the other 
side of the cross as it is now reconstructed) which represents the penitent 
sinner washing the feet of C hrist.• Such a rearrangement of the cross 
could not but have a drastic effect on our interpretation of the spiritual 
themes of the Rutbwell Cross. The juxtaposition of the "Agnus Dei" panel 
and that representing Christ adored by beasts on the west side of the Bewcas­
tle Cross suggests nevertheless that the present reconstruction of the Ruthwell 
C ross is, in this pa1·ticular, correct. I shall in this paper proceed on the 
assumption that at Ruthwell , as at Bewcastle, the "Agnus Dei" panel stood 
from the beginning above the "Christ over the Beasts" panel. However, 
only the technical studies of Cramp and Farrell can provide the detailed 
evidence needed to decide such matters. 

Our chapter must therefore logically come later in the study than, and 
be dependent on , the chapters on the archaeology of the crosses and on 
the stylistic relationships of the Ruthwell and Bewcastlc crosses. But an 
effort to asst-ss the spirituality of the crosses must cope with problems distinct 
from those of the archaeologist or the art historian. I propose briefly to 
examine one of these problems. Our ruminations on such matters are still 
very much "work in progress." However, even the effort to state the prob­
lem may be useful, in that it may prompt other scholars to restate the ques­
cion in a more searching form, or to arrive at more convincing conclusions. 

The problem I wish to raise is that the communities which had the 
monuments erected may well have related a panel to their spiritual lives 
in several different ways at once. One spiritual use need not in any way 
preclude other uses; and if in the end we go so far as to state that one spiritual 
use was primary, it would be wise to do so in the clear awareness that early 
medieval monks are likely to have been not at all exclusive in such a mat­
ter. The reverse, in fact, was probably true : they are likely to have val ued 
figural representations which were relevant to as many facets of their lives 
(individual and communal) as possible. In a famous passage, St. Gregory 
the Great wrote that a commentator on Holy Scripture should take every 
opportunity of digressing from his main theme so as to incorpora te other 
edifying material into his commentary where he felt that such a digression 
would provide material of spiritual value to his readers or hearers. G regory 
used the image of a river, always ready to wander from its course to fill 
up any neighboring valley which might present itself. 5 Gregory's idea is 
clearly relevant, mu.latis mutandis, lo the planning of an important religious 
monument. The concerns of an early medieval monastic patron are likely 
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h
, vc differed markedly from those of a modern scholar anxious to set 

(0 a ab fr ' t' f' . th a single coherent theme which can be stractcd om a scncs o igure· 
for , h h '" h' " f th . I wres and to present t at as t e 1conograp 1c program o e sen cs. 
scu p I . d . . gl h 1'h monastic patron may have been much ess mtcreste many sm c t cme 
wi:ch can be ~een to run from panel to panel, and much more interested 
. how the various panels, and the Cross as a whole, could be seen by 
JO d' . f th . members of his monastery to rellect an inspire some o e most impor-
tant aspects of their rnmmunity li~c. " . 

Panels, in short, may have been intended to be muluvalcnt" - to relate 
simultaneously to several aspec:ls of the spiritual life of an individual or 
fa community. I wish to consider the two panels common to the R\lthwell 
~nd Bewcastle crosses , because they seem to me to be "multivalent" in this 
way. The people who crec:ted the c~osses are l~kdy to have felt th at these 
panels referred at once to several different scnptural texts and to several 
different li®gical ceremonies and seasons. I shall argue that the people 
who erected the crosses would not have seen one interpretation of thest: 
panels as e.xcluding oth er, equally relevant ones. 

I. The Principle of Multivalence in the "Christ over the Beasts" 
Panels on the Ruthwdl and Rewcastle Crosses 

T he "Christ over the Beasts" panel occupies a central position on the west 
side of the Bewcastle Cross. I would agree with Robert T. Farrell, who 
argues that the similar panel which occupies a central position on the nor th 
side of the Rutbwell Cross originally faced west also: as Farrell points out, 
this would have meant that on both crosses the figure of Christ would 
originally have been presented as "coming out of the East'" (see Farrell, above, 
Note 6). The Ruthwell panel was provided with an inscription which in­
dicates how the Ruthwell community felt the panel should be inte rpreted: 
''ms XPS IVDE.X AEQVITATIS: BESTIAE ET OJtACONES COCNOUERVNT IN DESEllTO 

SALVATOKF.M MVNDI" ("Jesus Christ the judge of equity. The animals and 
serpents recognized the Saviour of the world in the desert"). b The inscrip­
tion directs our attention to three important themes: (a) C hrist as "judge 
of equity"; (b) the recognition of Christ as "the Saviour of the world"; (c) 
the "beasts and dragons" who recognize Christ in the desert. 

Fritz Saxl and Meyer Schapiro have fully explored the importance of 
"life in the desert" (a topos seen as particularly relevant to the monastic life) 
as a theme on the Ruthwcll C ross: the theme is emphasized, for example, 
in the panel immediately below "Christ over the Beasts," which represents 
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the Egyptian monks, Saints Paul and Anthony, breaking bread in 1he desert, 
and is inscribed "scs PAVLVS ET ANTONIVS FRECERVNT lll\NEM IN OESERTo."7 

Saxl and Schapiro have also set forth the verbal paraJlels in 1he psoJter and 
in the Acts of the Apostles to the phrase "1voi,:x AEQVITATIS.n11 Meyer 
Schapiro, in particular, has emphasized that the theme of 1he n:cognilion 
of C hrist by the beasts has its origin in visions of Messianic harmony be· 
tween the human and natural worlds which go back to the prophecies of 
lsaiah.9 R ecent research has suggested that there may have uecn an early 
monastic enclosure a1 Ruth well. 10 In any effort to understand the part 1hc 
"Christ over the Beasts" panel (and its inscription) may have played in the 
spiritual life of a community at Ruthwell, two scriptural rcxts become pre· 
eminent, because they were given particuJarly prominent anc.l relevant 
liturgical uses. Such liturgical uses must have affected the way in which 
the Ruthwcll monks imagined the "Christ over the Beasts" panels on their 
Ct'OSS. 

M y argument in this paper will depend on the assumption rhat because 
the liturgy constituted the work of a monastery, liturgical texts were by their 
~at~re very differ<>nt from literary texts. The importance of the liturgy is 
indicated by the names used for it: officium divinum or opu.s Det; and an im­
mediate indication of its central role in monastic life can be gained by con­
sidering how many of the chapters of the Benedictine Ruic (and other 
monastic rules, earlier and later) are devoted to prescribing what texts should 
be sung, and when. 11 Literary texts (say, patristic commentaries on Scrip­
ture) were used primarily for private meditation, lectio diuina: a detail in 
them might have meant a lot Lo one man; but they could have hardly meant 
as much to every member of a community . Liturgical texts, on the other 
hand, were communally sung; those sung daily or weekly, or on great feasts 
such as Good Friday, must have been seen as familiar landmarks, spacing 
out a monk's life in the community. It was by the liturgical services that 
a monk counted the hours: these services were as regular as clockwork, 
or at least as regular as could be managed in a world without clocks. Thus 
individual liturgical texts literally shaped the life of a monk. It is difficult 
to find appropriate analogies in modern secular life: perhaps, mufalu mutandis, 
the morning drive to work, or the recurrence of an important lecture one 
day each week, or the firm's annual stock-taking exercise, are the closest 
available. It follows that the significance or connotation of a licurgical text 
must have been determined by its liturgical uses as wdl as (and almost as 
much as) the Hteral denotations of its words. 

'fhe most relevant guides to the meaning of a given liturgical text are 
(a) the uther te.>..'ts used with it that day; and (b) the lilurgical actions which 
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nied the singing of the text. Liturgical performance is for literary 
ccornpa · b · · 11 · a 1 a particularly fascinating phenomenon , ecause it contmua y LD-

scho ars \: · · · f · al <l eel the deconstruction and reconstruction o scnptur texts: econstru~-

".01v · that texts were taken out of their uriginal contexts, so that their 
uon, ~ was thereby altered, often drastically (Old Testament texts, for 
rneanmg h' h d · · 'bl d le were plaeed in new contexts w 1c ma e It imposs1 e to rea 
cxatllP ' · · · ) · b t ,... re thelll except as prefiguring Christianity ; reconstruction, ecause ex,s we 

combined into varied new conjunctions, controlled by the shape of the 
re · aJ year As we shall argue a monk or a nun would have seen liturgic . ' . 
references to Christ in the desert fr~m the perspectI.ve o

0
f th~ ~entcnhse<lason, 

1 the Church each year symbolically acc:ompamt:d hrist mto t e esert 
w ien . . . 1 f. h L t 

I~ t pray and overcome temptation . Th11• spmtua aspect o t e en en 
to as ' , . h " ,, h 

may be one reason for the emphasis on t e IN DESF,RTO t eme on season 
1
. · 

1 
-" 

the north side of the Ruth well CrosiL Becau se 1turg1ca penormance was 
.-1 to the life of a monk or a nun , scriptural events would have merged 

cemn1.1 . · bl' l 
in his or her imagination with the ways in whtch the commumty pu LC y 
re-enacted these events each year, each month, each week and perhaps each 

d LiturgicaJ performance gave to ca<.:h liturgical text a drarnati<.: context 
ay. 'd . . . 

which must never be forgotten when const crmg its meamng. 
With these considerations in mind, let us consider the two texls whose 

l'turgicaJ uses make them of primary importance for the "Christ over the 
~easts" panels at Ruthwcll and at Bcwca~tle . T he lir~~ text is Verse 1.3 of 
Psalm 90 (Latin numbering): "Super asp1dern et bas1hscum ambulab1s ct 
concukabis lconcrn et draconem" ("Thou shalt walk upon the asp and the 
basilisk: and thou shalt trample under foot the lion and dragon").

12 
All 

scholars agree that the panel (whatever its other ass?ci~tions) r~presen:s 
Christ during his sojourn in the desert at the beginnmg of his pubbc 
ministry - the episode summarized in St. Mark's Gospel as follows: "And 
he was in the desert forty days and forty nights, and was tempted by Satan. 
And he was with beasts: and the angels ministered unto him" (Mark 1: 13). 
The primary reference of the phrase " IN Dl!.SERTO" in the .inscription to the 
panel is clearly to Christ's sojourn in the c.Jesert. "'Bul Chnst'_s for~y-da~ fast 
in the desert would have been re-enacted yearly, in the liturgical hfe of 
the Rutbwcll and Bcw<.:astle communities, in forty days of Lenten fasti ng. 
At the beginning of this season , on the fi rst ~u~day uf Lent, St. ~~tthew's 
account of Chr ist's fast in the descn and of his victory over the devil s temp­
tations was read at M ass (Matthew 4: 1-11). In this lection, Psalm ~0:12 
is quotec.J by the: devil in h is second temptat ion, when ~e .urge.s Chr,ist to 
cast himself down from the pinnacle of the Temple: "For It is wntten: That 
he hath given his angels charge over thee, and in their hands shall they 

, t c,_,, 
( . .,.. \'\) 

. ~, \(\ ,,., 7)'(, . - ,,,, .. . I 
\ . \1 

\;~1 .,,, ruJ 
~.. ,,., 
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bear thee up, lest perhaps thou dash thy foot against a stone"' (Matthew 
4: 6-7). Patristic commentaries, both on the Gospel accounts and on Psalm 
90, naturally interpreted the following verse of Psalm 90, in which the 
Mei;siah tramples on the beasts and dragons, as a prefiguration of the way 
in which Christ rejected this temptation, 13 

In 1944, Meyer Schapiro pointed out that St. Matthew's account of 
Christ's temptations in the desert was use<l as a Lenten reading, and Robert 
T. Farrell, in a paper published in 1978, brought out the importance of 
this idea. H The practiqtl relevance of Christ's sojourn in the desert would 
have been made clear to the Ruthwell community by the fact that Mat­
thew 4:1 - 11 was read at Mass on the first Sunday in Lent. The ftrst Sun­
day in Lent, Dominica in Capu.t Quadragesimae, was of primary importance; 
the liturgical readings and responsories for that day establ ished both the 
rationale and the atmosphere for the ensuing season. T he other scriptural 
texts adduced by Sax) and Schapiro are indeed relevant to the panels; but 
because Psalm 90 was actually quoted in the liturgical lection which described 
Christ's desert ordeal, a monastic community would have been particular­
ly sensitive to any visual or verbal reference to it. I t is not at all that Psalm 
90 would exclude reminiscences of the other texts; but its liturgical promi­
nence must have given that psalm a special place in the imagination of a 
monastic community. The sung texts (introit psalm, gradual, tract, offer­
tory and communion) for the first Sunday in Lent were all taken from Psalm 
90: it must have been very difficult for a monk or nun to imagine Christ 
in the desert without thinking also of the psalm so closely united with Mat­
thew 4: 1-11 by the Jjturgy. 15 Reminiscences of texts which had less prom­
inence in the liturgical life of the community would have, as it were, clustered 
around the texts which had the greatest liturgical importance. The relevance 
of other texts would indeed have been appreciated; but they would hardly 
have ha<l quite the same resonance for monastic audiences as those texts 
which were central to their communal life. 

In the life of a monk or nun, Lent had a gJ1eater significance than any 
other liturgical season. St. Benedict had laid down that "the life of a monk 
ought at all times to be Lenten in its character. ~Iii It is relevant therefore 
to point out that Psalm 90 was prescribed by the Benedictine Rule for com­
pline every evening of the year. 17 lf the Ruthwell and Bewcastle com­
munities followed the Rule of St. Benedict, or the Roman custorn, in this 
particular, they would have sung Psalm 90 each evening as part of their 
preparations against "the terror of the night" ("non timebis a terrore noc­
t~rno" [Psalm 90:5]); they would therefore have been reminded, nightly, 
of the fulfilment of Psalm 90, in Christ's victory over temptation in the 
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desert. It is therefore interesting that representations of Christ over the beasts 
(Psalm 90: 13) often occur, as Professor Farrell bas pointed out above, on 
terra-cotta lamps: the lamps were prcsum~bly used at.night-prayers, dur­
. g which Psalm 90 would have been recited, or to hght the way to bed 
:imediately afterwards. Monks or nuns would each night have been remind­
ed of their kinship , as individuals and as a community, with Christ who 
had withdrawn from the world to fast and pray "1N DESERTo." A monastic 
community must therefore have been particularly ready to respond to any 
association between Psalm 90 and a scene in which Christ was victorious 
in the desert. 

But it is unlikely that the sculptors at Ruthwell and at Bewcastle intend­
ed Psalm 90, important as it was, to be the only a~sociatiun in the minds 
of those who looked at the "Christ over the Beasts" panels on their cro~ses. 
While clearly referring, in both panels, to visual representations of Psalm 
90: 13, the sculptors fundamentally altered the appearance and so the 
significance of the "Christ over the Bea~ls" panels on bo~ cro~ses. If ~he 
sculptors were familiar with representations of the verse m which Christ, 
sometimes clad in armor, often bore the Cross as his weapon and tram­
pled on a lion , a dragon, an asp , a basilisk or some combination of th~sc 
beasts, 18 then it is highly significant that the sculptors completely avoid­
ed such heroic details and represented Christ on each cross with his right 
hand raised in blessing and with a scroll in his left hand. As Robert T . 
Farrell has pointed out above, the beasts at Ruthwell and Bewcastlc may 
or may not have their paws raised in prayer or adoration. But it is highly 
interesting that they cannot definitely be identified as asps, basilisks, lions, 
or d ragons-nor even, as Farrell has correctly emphasized, as swine. In 
the light of Farrell's discussion, it would seem that the sculptors al Ru thwell 
and Bewcastle were not concerned to suggest particular species of animals; 
in each case, their pl'imar y concern seems to have been to represent, sim­
ply, "two animals." 

This brings us to the second text which, I wish lo argue, the Ruthwell 
and Bcwcastle sculptors wanted their communities to recail when they looked 
at the "Christ over the Beasts" panels. As lung ago as 1944, Meyer Schapiro 
suggested that the O ld Latin version of Habbakuk, Chapler 3 might be 
relevant to the "Christ over the Jieasts" panel at Ruthwell. 19 But, apparent­
ly not realizing the liturgical importance ofHabbakuk, Chapter~· he simply 
listed this text in a footnote along with other texts, and so the importance 
of the passage for the interpretation of the panels was not rca_lize<.I. T he 
Old Latin version of the Canticle of Habbakuk was sung every Fmlay morn­
ing at lauds. Bede wrote a commentary on the canticle for an unnamed 
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nun: in it he naturally follows the Old Latin text, and bt"gins Ly emphasiz­
ing the symbolic significance of singing it every Friday: 

Camirum prophetae Abacuc, quod ti bi {'Xponi pct is ti, <lilectissima 
in Christo soror, sacramcnta dominicae passionis maximo prunun­
tiat. Vnde et consuetudine sanctae univcrsalis et apostolicac eeclesiae 
sexta sabbati, qua eadem passio conplcta est, solet in laudibus matutinis 
per Ringulas ebdomadas sollemnitcr repeti. 20 

The canticle of the prophet Habbacuc, of which, beloved sister in 
Christ, you asked for an exposition, prophesies above all the sacred 
events of the Lord's Passion. Therefore, and by the tradition of the 
holy, universal and apostolic Church, on the sixth <lay from the Sab­
bath I.Friday], on which that same Passion was brought to comple­
tion, it is customary to rereat it solemnly each week, at the morning 
service of praise [lauds]. 

I quote the beginning of the canticle from the Vespasian Psalter: 

Domine audivi audilum tuum et timui: 
Consideravi opera tua et expavi. 

In medio duorum animalium innotesceris: 
Dum adpropiaverint anni cognosceris; 
Dum advencrit tempus ostendcris in eo. 

Dum conturbata fuerit anima ·mea in ira, 
misericordiac memor eris. 

Deus a Libano veniet, 
et sanctus de monte umbroso et condenso. 

Operuit cados majestas ejus 
et laudi ejus plena est terra. 

Lord, I have heard your voice and been arraid: 
l have considered your works and been terrified. 

In the midst of two animals you will he recognized: 
When the years come to pass you will be known; 
When the time comes, you will be revealed in it. 

When my soul is totally shaken in [your?] anger, 
you will remember mercy. 

The Lord will come from Lebanon, 
and the holy one from a shaded, thickly-wooded hill . 

His m~jesty has overspread the heavens, 
and the earth is lilied with his praise.2 1 
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At Ruthwell and at Bewcastle, the sculptors have encouraged reminiscence 
of the CanticJe of Habhakuk in various ways. They used the verb "cogno­
scert~" in the inscription (cOONOUF.RVNT IN UESERTO). As Robert T. Farrell 
has demonstrated in his article, it is uncertain whether the animals adore 
Ghrist or pray to him; but tht"ir attitude certainly suggests that they recognize 
him. The sculptors seem to have tried to make them as unspecific as 
possiqlc-simply "two animals." Th.e sculptors p~escnted Christ, not as 
trampling down upon, but as recogmzed by the ammals. On both crosses, 
the heads of the animals converge: their bodies are represented as sloping 
inwards towards each other, and fill the outward corners of the bottom of 
each panel. Thus the sculptors have suggested that the bodies of the animals 
extend outward, on either side of the towering figures of Christ who is, 
to this extent, "in media duorum animalium." A more obvious representa­
tion of the animals on either side of the figure of Christ on each cross would 
have had two serious disadvantages. As the crosses were so slender, each 
figu re of Christ would have had to bt: m ade unacceptably thin or small. 
Second, and more important, the multi valence of the panels would have 
been destroyed. It was by presenting the two animals below the feet of Christ 
yet recognizing him that the sculptors managed to combine a reference to 
Psalm 90 with a reference to the Canticle of Habbakuk. 

Both Psalm 90 and the Cant icle of H abbakuk were used together during 
one very important ceremony - the ceremony of readings on Good Friday. 
On Good Friday, Mass was not celebrated . Instead, at the ninth hour (3 
P.M.), the hour at which, according to the synoptic Gospels, Christ died 
on the Cross, there began a service of readings and solemn prayers; this 
ceremony ended with the veneration of the Cross. During the eighth cen­
tury, a communion service, the "Mass of the Presanctified," began to be 
added to the original "aliturgical" service of readings, after the veneration 
of the Cross.22 The first reading in this solemn ceremony was an Old 
Testament prophecy of the Passion (Hosea 6: 1-6); and this was followed 
by the singing of responsories based on the opening verses of the Can tide 
ofHabbakuk.23 Thus, writing about A.D. 394, St. Jerome stated that the 
common people saw the phrase "in medio duorum animalium innotesceris" 
as referring to Christ, who is recognized between two thieves on the Cross; 
Jerome himself, as we shall see, preferred more learned interpretations of 
the phrase. 24 This popular association of the canticle with the Crucifixion 
probably indicates that the canticle was, already in the fourth century, in­
timately associated with the Good Friday liturgy . 

What for Jerome was merely a popular tradition was for Bede of central 
importance. Bede gives far more prominence than Jerome had done to the 
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idea that "in medio duorum animalium innotesceris" refers to Christ on 
the Cross, an<l so interprets the phrase primarily in the light of its li turgical 
ust> (on Good l'riday and on every other Friday). Bede relates the phrase 
to two episodes: the Transfiguration, in which the three d isciples (Peter, 
James andjohn) had recognized Christ in lhe midst of Moses and Elijah; 
and the Crucifixion itself, in which Christ was recognized between two 
thieves. Bede emphasizc:s thar these lwo episodes were related: at the 
Transfiguration , Christ revealed to the disciples that ht: was to su tler, die 
and ri se again , while the voice from heaven n::vcaled to them that Christ 
was the Sun of God. Likc:wisc, the Crucifixion is seen by Bede as a revela­
tion of Christ's twofold nature as man and God: 

Potest etiam in medio duorum latronurn non inconuenientt:r accipi, 
inter quos crucifixus moriendo innote.sccbat, quia homo crat. 
Obscurato autem sole, terra commota, et ceteris quae euangelimn nar­
rat circa crucem facta miraculis, innotescebat quia Deus erat. ln­
terpellando ipse patrem pro interfectoribus suis, quam pius csset 
innotescebat .15 

Indeed, [the phrase] can be not unsuitably taken as "in the midst of 
two thieves"; for by dying on the Cross between those, he made known 
that he was a man. H owever , by the darkening of the sun, the earth­
quake, and the other miracles which the Gospel narrates as performed 
about the: Cross, he made known that h t: was God. He made known 
how merciful he was, when he himself interceded with his Father for 
his exec-utioners. 

The crucial factor uniting Transfiguration w Crucifixion in Bede's imagina· 
lion is that both scenes involve an audience of the faithful. For Bede, the 
important element in each scene is not Moses and Elias or the two thieves, 
but the onlookers to whon1, in each scene, Christ's twofold natu re is reveale<l . 
As we shall see, this is important both for the interpretation of the "Christ 
over the Beasts" panel, and for that of the neighboring panels on the same 
side of the Ruthwcll Cross. At this stage, the important point to note is 
that Bede's emphasis on the C rucifixion as an epiphany of Christ's nature 
is quite consistent with, and indeed was probably .suggested by, the liturgical 
uses of the canticle. 

In the Good Friday liturgy, th e H abbakuk responsory was followed by 
the second Old T estament reading, the divine commands to M oses about 
how the Paschal lamb was to be prepared and eaten (Exodus l ~ : 1-1 1). In 
all the surviving antiphonaries, this second reading is followed by the tract 
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"Eripe me" (from Psalm 139); bu t up to the end of the eighth century the 
tract after this second O ld T~tamen t reading was none other than the "Qui 
habitat," Psalm 90 . T his tract was later transferred to the fi rst Sunday in 
Lent, a Sunday on which, as we have already seen , the antiphons of the 
Mass were already dominated by Psalm 90.2b After the "Qui habitat" came 
the solemn reading of the Passion according to St. J ohn, and the adoration 
of the C ross. 

It would seem, therefore, that in presen ting their "Christ over the 
Beasts" panels as multivalent images which recall at once the Canticle of 
H abbakuk and Psalm 90, the Ruthwell and Bewca!ltk sculptors in tended 
a direct reference to the Good Friday liturgy. A monk or nun of the Ruth­
wdl community would probably have recited Psalm 90 each evening, 
and the Canticle of H abbakuk every Friday morning: but the image on 
the Ruth well Cross would have reminded them of the ceremony in which 
both texts were su ng by the community directly after one another (for in 
a monastery the whole community would have participated in the rcspon­
sories, while the Old T estament lcctions would have been assigned to a 
single lector) -the commemoration of the moment of Christ's death on Good 
Friday. 

On both the Ruthwell and Bewcastle crosses, Christ is represented as 
facing out towards the spectator, his right hand raised in blessing and his 
left hand grasping a scroll. Such a presentation of Christ may be influenced 
by the Canticle of H abbakuk. T he scroll can possibly be interpreted in the 
light of St. J erome's commentary on "in medio duorum animalium ." The 
central theme of J erome's commentary on the phrase is the way in which 
God, and the mystery of the T rinity, was progressively revealed in Scrip­
ture, first in the Old T estament, then in the New. Having surveyed the 
relevant Old Testament texts (in particular the way in which God used 
to ~peak to Israel "de medio duorum cherubim," over the ark of the cove­
nant [Exodus 25 :22)), J erome briefly refers to the popular interpretation 
of the phrase as referring to C hrist on the Cross between the rwo thieves. 
But J erome saw the phra.se primarily in ecclesiological terms. Thus the 
climax of his interpretation relates the phrase to the way Christ was made 
known, in the life of the primitive Chur ch, by the combined testimony of 
the Old and New Testaments: 

Q ui autem meliu.s, hoc dicunt , quod in prima Ecclesia quae de cir­
cumcisione fuit, et de praeputio congrcgata, duobus populis se hinc 
in<lc cingentibus, intcllcctus sit Saluator ct creditus. Sun t qui duo 
aninlalia, duo inteJlegant testamenta, nouum et uetus, q uae ucrc 
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anirnantia sint , quae uitalia, quae spirent et in quorum medio Dominus 
cognoscatur.17 

But those who [understand the m atter) better, say that the Saviour 
is to be un<len1tood and believed in the primit ive Church, which was 
brought together both from the circumcised and from the uncircum­
cised- the Saviour surrounding himself, on the one side and on the 
other, by two peoples. There are those who interpret the two ani mals 
as the two T estaments, O ld and New, which can be said to be truly 
life-giving and full of life, to breathe [the Spirit), and in the midst 
of which the Lor<l may be known. 

What is common to Bede's and to J erome's interpretations is their readiness 
to interpret the two animals as referring to human beings (Bede's use of 
Moses and Elias and of the two thieves, and J erome's use of the Jews and 
Gentiles, whose coming together constituted the Church). The scroll in 
Christ's left hand, in each panel , seems designed to suggest that the animals 
below are to be taken as standing for the ways in which Christ was to be 
known through the C hurch's teaching (as in.Jerome's commentary). The 
upraised paws of the animals, if indeed they could be gestures of prayer or 
adoration, would also reinforce this symbolic level of meaning. 

The right hand of Christ, raised in blessing, is another significant detail 
in each of the two "Christ over the Beasts" panels. The inscription on the 
Ruthwell Cross combines, as we have seen, three ideas: Christ as judge, 
the recognition of Christ as Saviour, and his recognition by animals in the 
desert. In the Canticle of Habbakuk., these three ideas are strikingly com­
bined. Not only does the canticle present Christ as revealed between two 
animals; throughout the canticle the ideas of judgment and salvation, of 
advent and eschatology, are repeatedly juxtaposed. In the opening verses, 
quoted above, the prophet moves from fear at "the Lord's voice" ("auditurn 
tu um") to trust that he will remember mercy ("misericordiae m cmor eris"). 
This progression is repeated throughout the canticle: both the canticle and 
the panels on the two crosses are concerned with the interrelat ionship of 
fear and trust, and of j udgment and blessing.18 

The association of the Canticle of Habbakuk with lauds, the office sung 
at daybreak, is interesting. As we have seen, Robert T. Farrell has argued 
(see above, Note 6) that the "Christ over the Beasts" panels on both crosses 
origin ally faced we~t, as the one at Bew<.:astle still does. But this would have 
meant that a monk at Ruthwell or Bewcastle, when he left the. monastic 
church after lauds on Friday morning, would have seen the rising sun behind 
the "Christ over the Beasts" panel. H e could hardly fail to be reminded 
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of such vcrsc:s in the <.:anticle he had just sung as 

Operuit caelos majestas ejus, 
et laudi ejus plena est terra. 

Splendor cjus sicut lumen crit, 
cornua sunt in manibus cjus: 

ibi eonfirmata est virtus gloriae ej us, 
et posuit claritatem firmam fortitudini suae.~9 

His majesty has overspread the heavens, 
and the earth is filled with his praise. 

His glory will be as a radiance, 
there are horns in his hands: 

there is the power of his glory established, 
and there has he set a powerful light for his valour. 

It may not be a coincidence that the corresponding panel on the opposite 
side of the Ruthwell Cross depicts the healing of the blind man, and that 
the inscription to this panel quotes the beginning or the appropriate lec­
tion, John 9: 1-38. If Robert Farrell 's theory about lhe orientation of the 
Ruthwell Cross is corre<.:t, this panel would have occupied the central posi­
tion on the east side of the cross. It would then have been seen dail y against 
the setting sun, and the RuthweU community might possibly have been 
reminded of the importance in that lection of images of light and of ap­
proaching darkness: 

Me oportct operari opera eius qui misit me, donec <lies est: venit nox, 
quan<lo nemo potest operari: quamdiu sum in mundo , lux sum 
mun<li.30 

I must work the works of him that sent me, whilst it is day: the night 
cometh, when no man can work. As long as I am in the world , I am 
the light of the world . 

Again, the multivalence of the symbolism embodied in the panels should 
be emphasized. What we might term "orientational" symbolism would not 
have interfered with tJ1e other symbolic patterns to which these panels con­
tribute; but it would have helped the R uth well community, and those who 
looked at the Bewcastle Cross, co relate to their daily or weekly lives any 
wider symbolic significance which the panels had. If monastic life was shaped 
and mark('cl out by the hours of the divi ne office, we should not be sur· 
prhed to find references on the crosses to the hours at which can tides were 
sung, or to find Gospel lections represented in positions which hrought out 
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the symboli c importance of temporal reforences within them . 
Indeed , if the Ruth well C ross was oriented in th e way Farrell has sug­

gested, there may have been a practic:al liturgical purpose behind such orien­
tation. If at certain times it wa~ thought proper to erect a temporary altar 
at the cross, it would have been placed against the west side. In this way, 
the celebrant could correctly face east during M ass. Such an altar would 
have covered the "Return from Egypt" panel; immediately above it, however, 
the "Paul and Anthony" panel would have been at least partially visible; 
and the celebration of Mass or the distribution of the Eucharist (for exam­
ple, during the "Mass of the P resanctified" o n Goo<l Friday, a ceremony 
which I shall discuss in relation to the two crosses in a forthcomin g arti­
cle) , would have given a very practical application to the "eucharistic t rip­
tych" (Paul and Anthony/Christ over the Beasts/Agnus Dei). 

The orientation suggested by Farrell may have facilitated the liturgical 
use of the crosses; it would certainly have enriched the devotional associa­
tioM of the "Christ over the Beasts" panel on each cross. It has long been 
recognized that these panels refer to Messianic harmony between men and 
beasts; and the earthly paradise was known to have existed in the East. 
T he Ruth well inscription gives an eschatological interpretation to the panel; 
and Scripture foreto1d that Christ would come like lightning from the East 
("sicut enim fulgur exit ab oriente" [M atthew 24:271) to j udge the world. 
On both crosses, this truth is p resented with a noble fusion of urgem;y and 
confidence: Christ may be represented as j udge, but his right hand is raised 
to bless the onlookers on whom he gazes so majestically. This confident 
faith , movingly represented on both crosses, has at Ruthwcll been also 
recorded in words. The R ulhwell community waited in the pcscrt to 
recognize Christ as " 1vDEX AEQ.VITATis." 

On the Bcwcastlc Cross, the "Christ over the Beasts" and "Agnus Dei" 
panels would also, as at Ruthwell, have been visible above a temporary 
altar. If M ass was ever celebrated at the cross, the theme of "recognizing 
Christ," which a.s we shall argue unites both panels, would have been made 
plain by Liturgical action. 31 It is possibly in such practical liturgical use of 
the Ruthwcll and Bcwcastlc crosses that an explanation may be found of 
th e close correspondence between the upper parts of the two monuments, 
while the lower panels are different on each cross. When a temporary altar 
was placed before each cross, the monument would have functioned as a 
reredos fur the altar. O ver the altar, at both Ruthwell and Bewcastle, the 
iconography would have been the same: and we shall see that in each case 
it would have been clearly cucharistic. 
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On both the Ruthwell and the Bewcastlc crosses, the panel diret."tly above 
"Christ over the Beasts" represents a human figu re bearing a lamb, 
presumably the Lamb of God (Agnus Dei). There are at least fou1· possible 
spiritual contexts for the panels: 

(i) The first is that of pl'ivate devotion: Edmund Bishop long ago point· 
ed out that the words "Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi, miserere nu bis" 
came to England as part of the Litany or the Saints, and seem tu have been 
used as a private prayer from about the year 700.32 Such a devotion would 
have been reflected with particular appropriateness on a monument 
associated with Good .Friday: we have seen above how, in the Good Fri­
day readings, Christ's sacrifice oo Calvary was associated with the paschal 
Jamb of Exodus. 

(ii) The second possible context is baptism: it was at the Jordan, wh ere 
he was baptizing convcrrs, that J ohn the Baptist acclaimed Christ as the 
Lamb of God. It is only in St. J ohn's Gospel that J ohn the Baptist is de:;cribc::d 
as acknowledging Christ as th e Agnus Dei; and in that Gospel , J ohn the 
Baptist is not described as baptizing Christ. Nevertheless, the scene takes 
place in Bethania aero~ the J ordan , «where J ohn was baptizing" Qohn 1 :28). 
St. John's Gospel used material in this scene which dearly corresponded 
to the synoptic accounts in which the Baptist baptized] csus. Thus, the ac­
count of the Baptist hailing Christ as the Lamb of God in John's Gospel 
was universally harmonized with the synoptic accounts o f the baptism of 
Jesus. 

(iii) A third possible context for the "Agnus Dci" panel is the EucharUit : 
Pope Sergius I introduced the words "Agnus Dci, qui tollis pcccata mun­
di, rniserere nobis" into the M ass; they were chanted at the moment of the 
brea.lcing of b read for Communion . JJ The importance of this innovation 
has been emphasized by Michel Andricu : 

On sait r.ombien, clans l'a.ucicnne liturgie romaine, lcs prieres directe­
mem adressees au Christ sont rares. Dans le Canon de la messe et 

dans l'oraison duminicale, c'est le Pere tout-puissant, et lui seul, qu'in­
voque le celebnmt, par Jes merites et l'in tercession du Sauveur. 
Brusqucmcnt, avec l'Agnus Dei, la priere prend une autrc orientation: 
c'est vers la vidime sainle que sont maintcnant dirigccs les supplica­
tions de l'asscmblee . ~·1 
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Tn the c.anon and communion of the Mass, during which prayers wen: almost 
entirely addressed directly to God the Father through Christ his Son, this 
direct petition to Christ was a striking innovatiqn. This innovation in pu blic 
worship. is perhaps the most likely context for the ~ingle word which still 
survives of the inscription around the "Agnus Dei" panel, th e plural verb 
"ADORAMV.s."3~ 

(iv) A fourth possible context is eschatological: in the fifth chapter of the 
Apocalypse of St. .John, the triumph of the slain but risen Christ is celebrated 
in the symbol of the Lamb being adored by a multitude of the blessed. 

Which of these contexts is most. relevant to the crosses? T he fact that 
the Agnus Dei prayer was used in private devotion suggests that certain 
members of the Ruth well congregation may have responded to the panel 
in isolation , without reference to neighboring panels, as a devotional ob­
j ect in its own right. Such a response could have validly coexisted with bap· 
tismal, eucharistic or esch atological interpretations of the panel. The bap· 
tismal associations of the Agnus Dei are also very appropriate to the con· 
text of the panel on the R uthwell Cross. The recognition of Ch rist as the 
Agnus Dei comes from the Gospel of St. John ("Ecce agnus Dei, ecce qui 
tollit peccatum mundi" Uohn l :29; cp. John l :36]). St. John has transformed 
the synoptic accounts of J esus' baptism into a threefold proclamation, by 
John the Baptist, of the divinity of Jesus: 

sed qui misit me baptizare in aqua, ille mihi dixit : Super quem videris 
Spiritum desccndcntem, et manentem super cum , hie est qui bap­
tizat in Spiritu sancto. Et ego vidi: ct ttstim oniurn perhibui quia hie 
est Filius Dei. Altera die iterum stabat loanm:s, et ex discipulis eius 
duo. Et respiciens Iesum ambulantem, dicit: Ecce agnus Dei. (John 
t:33-36Y6 

But he who sent me to baptize with water said to me: He upon whom 
thou shalt sec the Spirit descending and remaining upon him, he it 
is that baptizeth with the Holy Ghost. And I saw: and 1 gave testimony 
that this is the Son of God. The next day again John stood and two 
of his disciples. And beholding Jesus walking, he saith: Behold the 
Lamb of God. 

T he scene in the Gospel of St. John in which John the Baptist acknowledges 
Jesus as the Lamb of God combines a meditation on Christian baptisrn 
with a solemn declaration that Jesus is the Son of God . But the recognition 
of Christ's true nature seems to be an important devotional concern of the 
panels under discussion. On both crosses, the panel just below the Agnus 

... 
~' '· 
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pci emphasizes that even the "bestiac et dracones" recognized Ohrist as 
the Saviour of the world. At Ruthwell , as we shall see, this devotional theme 
is carried even further, Sy the "Pau l and Anthony" and the "RelUrn from 
Egypt" panels. 

Bede wrote a whole homily on the leetion from St. John's Gospel in which 
Christ is recognized as "the Lamb of God" by .John the Baptist Qohn 
1 :29-34). The homily was intended for use on the Sunday after the 
Epiphany, the Sunday on which Christ's baptism was commemorated. The 
opening paragraph of this homily is an extended meditation on the various 
meanings of the title "Agnus Dei ," and this passage is surely the locus classicus 
for understanding how an eighth-century monastic audience would have 
interpreted the Rurhwcll and Bewcastle "Agnus Dei" panels. 37 What is 
very revealing is the relative space Bede devotes to the various interpreta­
tions of the ti tle, and so the relative emphasis he places on each possible 
devotional perspective. Bede finit contrasts the innocence of Christ, the sec­
ond Adam , with the sin of the first (II. 5- 7). This leads naturally to the 
idea of the lamb (especially the lamb among wolves) as a symbol of threat­
ened innocence (11. 8-11 ). Bede begins the central part of his exposition 
(JI. 11- 28) with the idea that Christians have been washed in the blood 
of the Jamb (he quotes 1 Peter 1: 18-19 and Apocalypse 1: 5 ). In this passage, 
Bede fuses images of baptismal washing with images of Christ's sacrifice 
on Calvary; and mention of Calvary brings Bede to his central poinl: the 
daily re-enactment of Calvary in the Mass. The importance of this passage 
for the Ruth well panel is very great. It shows that in Bede's m ind the idea 
of the Agnus Dei, and the very idea of baptism , was intimately associated 
with the eucharistic sacrifice. This passage has, indeed , b~n adduced by 
G. G. Willis to show that Bede used the "Agnus Dci" chant (with its variant 
"peccata mundi," inslead of St. John's "peccatum mundi") daily at the break­
ing of bread for communion: 

Non solum autem lauit nos a peecati~ nostris in sanguine ~mo quando 
sanguinem suum dedit in crucc pro nobis uel quando unusquisque 
nostrum mystcrio sacraesanctae passionis illius bapti~mi aqua ablutus 
est ucrum etiam rntidie tollit peccata mundi lauatque nos a peceatis 
nostr is cotidianis in sanguine suo cum ciusdem beatac passionis ad 
altare mernoria replicatur cum panis et uini creatura in sacramen­
tum carnis et sanguinis cius ineffabili spiritus sanctificatione tr-ansfertur 
sicque corpus et sanguis ilJius non infidelium manibus ad perniciem 
ipsorum funditur et occiditur sed fidelium ore suam sumilur in 
salutem. 38 
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Not only did he wash us from our sins in his blood when ht: gave 
his blood for us on the Cross, or when each one of us was washed 
in the water of baptism through the mysrery of his sacred Passion: 
but indeed he daily takes away the sins of the world , and washe:1 us 
from ou r daily sins in his blood, when the memory of his blessed Pas­
sion is re-enacted at the altar, and when what was created bread and 
wine is t ransformed into the sacrament of his body and blood, through 
the ineffable hallowing of the spirit. And in this way his body and 
blood is no longer spilled and slain by the hands of infidels to their 
damnation, but is received by the mouths of the faithful to their 
.salvation . 

Bede then rounds off his exposition of the title "Agnus Dei" by referring 
to the sacrifit:e of a paschal lamb yearly in the Old Law (to commemorate 
the paschal lamb of Exodus) as a fi gure of Calvary (ll. 28-32). But this 
leaus him back fi nally to h is central theme: how such Old T estament rites 
were fulfilled when Christ, the priest according to the order ofMelchisedech, 
offered h imself to his Father under the form or b read and wine (11. 
32-36). ' 9 

If devotion to the Agnus Dei was primarily seen by Bede in the context 
of the Eucharist, this seems also to be the context primarily in the minds of 
Lhe RulhweH sculplors. In the context they provided for their "Agnus Dei'' 
panel , eucharistic associations predominate. Oo the same side of the c:ross 
as the "Agnu:1 Dei" pand, we have the figu res of Saints Paul and Anthony, 
identified by the inscription as having "broken bread in the desert''; while 
between the "Paul and Anthony" panel and rhe "Agnus De1" panel on Ruth­
well , Lhere is the figu re of Christ recogni:£ed by the beasts. Anyone able 
lo read the Ruthwell inscrip tions would have recogn ized in the "fregerunt 
panem" of the "Paul and Anthony" panel a reference to the "fractio panis," 
the technical term for the breaking of bread for Communion at. Mass.40 

Similarly , suc:h a reader of Latin inscriptions would have been likely to 
recogoi:ce, in both the "fregerunt panem" phrase and in the phrase "cogno­
verunt . . . Salvatorem mundi," attached to the panel of "Christ over the 
Reasts," the echo of the episode in St . Luke whel'e the disciples on the road 
to Emmaus "recognize" the anonymous Christ "in the breaking.of bread": 

accepit panem, et benedixit, ac fregit, et porrigebat illis. F:t aperti 
sunt oculi eorurn , et r.ognove1u nt eum : et ipse evanuil ex oculis 
eorum. 41 

{H]e took breau and hlessed and brake and gave to them. And their 
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eyes were opened: and they knew him. And he vanillhcd out of their 
sight. 

This scriptural pa.~sage is referred to during the Communion ceremony 
in the Stowe Missal, in a passage which makes perfectly clear that in 
eucharistic contexts there was an important conne<.:tion hetwttn "knowing" 
the Lord ("cognoverunl'') and the "fractio panis": "cognoerunt dmninum. 
alleluia. in fract ione pani~ . alleluia'"'2 ("they knew the Lord. Alleluia. in 
the breaking of bread. A:llelu ia"). 

George H enderson has provided convinci ng evidence that rhe Ruthwell 
community is likely to have seen eucharislic significance in all of the su r­
viving panels on this side of the cross. H e has pointed out that the represen­
tation of the so-called "Flight into Egypt," below the "Paul and Anthony" 
panel, is more likely to have been seen as illustrating the prophecy quoted 
by St. Matthew apropos of C hrist's sojourn in Egypt: "Out of Egypt I have 
called my son."43 The panel can therefore be s~en to represent the Chri:1t 
Child re-enacting the crossing of the desert uuriog the Exodus, when the 
Jews were fed with manna from heaven. Christ himsdfwas the heavenly 
food which the manna of the Exodus had prefigured . 

What of the fourth , eschatological, context which I have suggested for 
the "Agnus Dei" panel? Eschatological ideas are evident in the panels which 
apparently flanked the "Agnus Dei" panel on the Ruthwell Cross. As 
R osemary Cramp suggesteu in 1978, there was probably an apocalypse 
scene on the crosspiece of the transom (directly above the" Agnus Dei" panel). 
She argued that at the crosspiece there was a representation ofthe apocalyptic 
Lamb, or perhaps of a Majestas Domini. This central figure woukl have been 
surrounded by the four Evangelist symbols, of which two still survive (St. 
John and his eagle above,H St. M atthew and h is angel below). The scene 
would have represented the passage in the Apocalypse of St. J ohn in which 
the Lamb and the throne are adored by th e beasts and elders. 45 An 
eschatological pel'spec:tive is also clearly implied by th e inscript ion around 
the figure of Ch rist, "1vo&x AEQVITATIS," adored by the beasts. 

George Henderson has pointeu out that the probable existence of the 
apocalypse scene above the "Agnus Dci" panel would have made it. un like­
ly that the "Agnus Dci" panel itself represented the same scene .46 I l is, 
however, important to note how natural would have been the transit.ion 
from an "Agnus Dei" panel to the crosspiece which may have represen ted 
the adoration of that Lamb (or of Christ in majesty) by the beasts in the 
Apocalyp~e. The "Agnus Dei" chant was, as we have seen, from the late 
seventh century on sung in the Roman Mass while the consecnired bread 
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was being broken for distr ibution in the Eucharist. .But from the earliest 
d ays of Christianity, the Eucharist had been seen to have eschatological 
implications. As the Eucharist had been prefigured by the feeding of Israel 
with manna in the desert, so the Eucharist itself was seen as a symbol of 
the complete communion of the Church with Christ which would only be 
realized with the second coming ; while the failu re to distinguish Christ's 
presence in the bread and wine would bring judgment upon the person 
who received the :Eucharist in such an unworthy way: 

Quotiescumque enim manducabitis panem bunc, et calicem bibetis, 
mortem Domini annuntiabitis donec vmiat. ltaque quicumque man­
ducaverit panem hu nc, vel biberit cal icem Domini indigne, rcus erit 
curporis et sanguinis D omini .... Qui enim manducat et bibit indigm:, 
iudicium sibi manducat et bibit: non diiudicanJ· c1Jrpus Domini. 47 

For as often as you shall eat this b read and drink the chalice, you 
shall shew the death of the Lord until he come. Therefore , whosoever 
shall cat this b read, or drink the r.halicc of the Lord unworthily, shall 
be guilty of the body and of the blood of the Lord . ... For he that 
eatech and drinketh unworthily eateth and dri11uth judgmlnl to himself, 
not discemin.g the body of the L1Jrd. 

This passage fro m 1 Corinthians comes d irectly after the dassic descrip­
tion by St. Pau l of the institution of the Eucharist (1 Corinthians 11 :23-25). 
V erse 26, quoted above, is paraphrased in the words added by the scribe 
Moelcaich at the end of the formula of consecration in the ninth-century 
I rish Stowe M issal. Moelcaich expands the Pauline verse so as to bring 
out the eschatological sign ificance of St. Paul's "donec veniat": 

in mei memoriam faciatis passionem meam prcdicabitis resurrecrionem 
meam adcuntiabitis aduentum meum sperabitis donec iterum ueniam 
ad uos de cclis. 411 

You should do this in memory of me; you will proclaim my passion ; 
you will announce my resurrection ; you will hope for my coming u n­
til I come again to you from the heavens. 

St. Paul implies that it will not be long before Christ returns in judg· 
ment; and it is clear that he sees the fate of the Christian at the judgment 
as depending on whether he has recognized or discerned Christ in the 
Eucharist. The R uthwell sculptors were evidently thinking along similar 
lines when they placed a panel depicting "IH .S XPS rvoEX AEQ.YITATIS" direct­
ly above the panel in wh ich Saints Paul and Anthony recognize Christ in 
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the breakin~ of lm:ad . If Rosemary C ramp's theory about the iconogra phy 
of the missing crosspiece is correct, the sculptors planned the upper part 
of this side of the: cross so as to represent, in a different symboli<: form, 
the same sequence of ideas. For Lhc second time on this side of the cross, 
they linked a scene with eucharistic significance directly to an eschatological 
scene: they placed Lhe panel in which John che Baptist recognizes Christ 
in symbolic form , as the Agnus Dei, directly under the crosspiece, in which 
the fo ur evangelist-beasts of St. J ohn's Apocalypse may have been 
represented as adoring the same Agnus Dei, now revealed in glory at the 
Last J udgment. The liturgical significance of the linking of the two panels 
would have been equally clear whether Christ was represented on the missing 
crosspiece as a glorified Agnus Dei, or "in propria figu ra" as the Majeslas 
domini. 

We may suggest, therefore, that while e.ucharisric associat ions arc domi-
nant in the context provided fur the "Agnus D ei" panel on the Ruthwell 
Cross, all of the four main devotional uses of the Agnus Dei are relevant 
to the panel. Any one of them may have been imporrant at various t imes 
to such in embers of the Ruth well community as were in the habit of using 
their cross as an aid in their devotional lives. T he Ruthwell sculptors seem 
to have intended their cross primarily for devot ional use by a com munity. 
The way in wh ich they conceived of the people who would use the cross 
as forming a community can be seen by examining the ordered progres­
sion which they embodied in the wording of the inscriptions on th is side 
of th~ cross. Coming out of Egypt, the Christ Child is carried by "MArtl A 

l!.T 10[ SE"PHVS ]"-the inscription clearly referring tu a pair of figures; another 
pair, "PAVLYS F.T AN1'0N1vs," break the cucharistic loaf directly above. In 
this set:ond panel , Christ is already recognized between two figures: and 
it is significant that the two animals who recognize Christ are placed just 
above the hea<l.s of (and thus visually related to) the figures of St. Paul and 
St. Anthony. Rut although a single pair o f animals is represented in the 
"Christ over the Beasts" panel, the inscription refers to them in the plural 
as " ui::sTJ/\F. l!.T DRACONY.s." The significance of the progression from singular 
to plural is made clear by the verbal reminiscence which, as Elisabeth Okasha 
has pointed out , probably lies behind the wording of the inscription: 

Glorilicabit me bestia agri, draconcs et struthiones: quia de<li in de~-e1to 
aquas, Oumina in invio, u t darem potum populu meu, electo meo.4

9 

The beast of the fi.dd shall glorify me, the dragons and the osu·iches: 
because I have given waters in the wilderness, r ivers in the desert , 
to give drink to my people, to my chosen. 
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By referring to the "oFSrJAE ET DRACONES" in the plural, the sculptors recall, 
through lhem , "my people, my ch osen" ("populo mco, electo meo'') whom 
Christ feeds in the desert. No less an authority than Gregory th e Great 
refer red to "all the faithfu l" as "holy animals" fed by C hrist in the Eucharist 
with his own body ("ut fide)es ornnes videlicet sancta animalia, carnis suae 
frumento reficeret"). ~ T he inscription for the panel directly above carries 
the pattern we have been examining one step fu ther , and completes it. The 
"ADORAMvs" which remains from the "Agnus Dei" inscription is not merely 
plural b ut in the first person. It seems to refer directly to the li turgical ac­
tions of the Ruth well community. T he inscription around the "Agnus Dei" 
panel possibly refe-rred openly tu the eucharistic significance of th e Agnus 
Dei, and so to the eucharistic theme of "recognizing Christ" expn:ssed in 
symbolic ways by the panels below. It was j ust such references to the presence 
of Chrisl in the Eucharist, after all, which would have attracted the most 
diligent attentions of seventeenth-century iconoclasts out to deslroy 
"idolatrous monuments"; ironically enough, it is possible that the "Agnus 
Dei" chant itself had been introduced at the moment of the breaking of 
bread as a practical refutation of iconoclastic tendencies in seventh-century 
Byzantiu m .51 Like Paul and Anthony in the desert, the R uthwcll com­
munity would have adored Christ, the Agnus Dei, at the breaking of bread. 
Indeed, a community which saw the Eucharist as their daily spiritual bread 
could very aptly have summed up their liturgical life in the words 
"coGNOUERVNT I N OBSER1'0 SALVATOREM lvlVNOT." 

It will be our ta::;k, in examining the spiritual uses to which the Ruthwdl 
and lkwcastle crosses may h ave been put, to be faith ful to the fact that, 
in monastic spirituality, one devotional perspective could coexist quite 
naturally with another, and indeed with several others. The primary ar­
tistic virtue of the monastic tradition was the ability tu weave around any 
theme a rich web of scriptural associations. For monks or nuns, it was not 
a tangled web. The shifting patterns of association may seem confus ing 
to us, but for a mon astic audien ce the liturgy itself would have controlled, 
articulated, and organized the various devotional perspectives. Monastic 
writers like Bede seem to have rejoiced precisely in the variety of perspec­
tives available tu them at any one time. They could do so without fear of 
their readers' being confu sed: the liturgy itself determined wh ich perspec­
tive should be the dominant one, al any particular season, in the devo­
tional life of their readers. The liturgical year was an ordered unity: from 
the perspective of any part of it, the- reader could fittingly be reminded 
of the riches of the other :!easons and their scriptural associations. Modern 
scholars are trained in a positivistic university tradition preoccupied with 
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what can be shown to be the single correct solution, and with excluding 
all else as false. But such tiraining can make us unsympathetic to the very 
different aims and methods of the art of early medieval monasticism. We 
roust indeed remain faithful to our responsibility to be dear and consis­
tent, and to d iscriminate between associations which are more important 
and those which are less so; but we should also be careful not to foist our 
more cut-and-dried forms of thinking onlo a culture whose artistic 
achievem ents depended on cultivating different virtues. 
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